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Soviet and East European General Purpose Forces

Summary

In the past two years the Soviet general purpose
forces have been undergoing the first major changes
since 1960. These changes are increasing the size
of the forces, altering their dispositions, and ex-
tending the range and variety of their traditional
missions.

The Czechoslovak crisis :and the ensuing inter-
vention will probably cause profound changes.in
Warsaw Pact military relations and policy. At least
temporarily, the alignment of Warsaw Pact forces
opposite the NATO central region has been altered
and the available force for offensive use against
NATO reduced.

Although the lasting results of these changes
are not clear, it is likely that the Soviets will
place less reliance on allied forces over the long
run. Soviet general purpose forces will probably
assume a larger share of responsibility for initial
combat operations against NATO, with a consequent
diminution of the major roles heretofore assigned
the Czech and Polish national forces. This will
pose an increased requirement for combat-ready
Soviet forces in Central Europe or the western
USSR, or both.

Soviet ground and tactical air forces along the
Sino-Soviet border and in Mongolia have doubled
since 1965, and additional increases are evidently
under way. The buildup appears designed to provide
the Soviets with not only increased security but
also a sizable offensive capability. These forces
could be intended to influence the course of events
in regions adjacent to Soviet borders if a breakdown
of central control in Communist China should create
an opportunity.

In areas outside the traditional NATO - Warsaw
Pact arena, the Soviets have begun to seek ways of

- advancing their tOre gn poJicy ob-) ctive-s-15y displaying
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their military power. Thus far, the main example
of this trend is the extension of Soviet naval and
air operations to the Mediterranean area. As the
Soviets gain experience in naval operations and
improve their naval capabilities, they can be ex-
pected to extend such activities to other areas.

The requirement for increased Soviet military
strength in Europe comes unexpectedly on top of
the substantial buildup currently under way against
China, and it may impel the USSR to re-examine its
priorities for the border program. In any case,
we expect that--at least for the next few years--
the general purpose forces will continue to grow.

Recent analysis has provided new insight into
Warsaw Pact war planning, the combat readiness of
Soviet and East European forces in peacetime, and the
plans for mobilization in the event of war with NATO
in the central region. Essentially the plans call
for the Soviets and East Europeans to maintain suf-
ficient combat-ready forces in the forward area to
defend against a surprise attack. Large-scale of-
fensive operations against NATO would require major
reinforcements from the western USSR and Poland.

A large part of these potential reinforcements--
particularly the service support elements--are
manned and equipped at low levels in peacetime.
The filling out of these forces, by mobilization
of reservists and civilian vehicles, and their
movement into the forward area could probably be
accomplished in two to three weeks.

- 2 -
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I. The Soviet Problem

The contingency of war with NATO in the central
region of Europe dominates all other considerations
in Soviet theater forces doctrine and planning. The.
size and composition of the main elements of the
theater forces reflect this Soviet preoccupation
with NATO in Europe.

Other Warsaw Pact countries have contributed
substantially to the force the Soviets deem necessary
to oppose -NATO. The current difficulties with Czecho-
slovakia almost certainly will lead the Soviets to
consider such contributions as mixed blessings and
probably to rely less on the Warsaw Pact and more on
their own forces.

With the Chinese, the Soviets are faced with a
hostile and potentially dangerous neighbor. In
spite of a common Communist heritage, both nations
seem to be pursuing the mutually conflicting national
objectives of past eras. The current Soviet rein-
forcement along the Chinese border indicates a con-
cern for the possible anti-Russian directions the
agony of the Cultural Revolution might take.

The already substantial requirements for aug-
mentation of the general purpose forces which have
developed from the Sino-Soviet conflict will now
probably be increased by the desire to have stronger
Soviet forces to fill the gap in Warsaw Pact defenses
left by the effect of the intervention on the Czechs.
These greater requirements, in combination with
accelerating costs for new, more complex land arma-
ments, coincide with rising demands for strategic
forces outlays.

Differing Soviet concepts on the use of -military
power for political purposes have important impli-
cations for the future structure of the theater forces.
Strategic power versus usable power is currently the
central, divisive issue. Divergent viewpoints on this
issue have been reflected in recent statements and
articles by senior military leaders. There are in-
dications of an intramilitary debate over whether
to pursue further improvement of strategic capa-

- bilitie -oo-br-oad-a-the-saabi-is-o he-c-
ventional forces.

- 3O--
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Theater force advocates have become increasingly
vocal over the past year and have argued for a
strategy of flexible response, including implicitly,
a nonnuclear alternative for a war in Europe. In
addition, proponents of flexible response now hold
important command and staff positions in the military
hierarchy.

For example, Col. Gen. M. Povaliy, planning chief
of the Soviet General Staff, in a March 1968 Red Star
article gave an unprecedented endorsement to the
rationale underlying the US strategy of flexible re-
sponse. Under the concept of flexible response,
wrote Povaliy, a state need not. run the risk of
nuclear war in every situation involving its allies
and can pursue its own military-political objectives
with the least threat to its security.

-4 -
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II. Policy and Plans

A. The Warsaw Pact Mission

In the eyes of the Soviets, the overriding
mission of the general purpose forces is security
in. Central Europe. Significant new bodies of evi-
dence are now available which give a clear image of
the main features of their plan for the contingency
of a war in this region, and the manner in whidh they
intend to employ the main Warsaw Pact forces.

In general terms, the plan (see Figure 1,
foldout map following this page) envisions a broad
rapid advance through West Germany and on to the
English Channel by a force of five Fronts in two
echelons.* The primary offensive missions are evi-
dently the responsibility of the Warsaw Pact forces
(the first echelon) presently deployed in East Germany,
Czechoslovakia, and Poland. Two Fronts (the second
echelon) from the western USSR are apparently in-
tended mainly for the final isolation of Western
Europe from reinforcement.

The recent crisis with Czechoslovakia will
probably have no appreciable effect on the essential
aspects of the main Warsaw Pact plan. Nonetheless,
significant shifts in force composition may occur
in order to make Soviet troops responsible for ful-
filling missions.formerly entrusted to Polish and
Czechoslovakian forces.

The term "echelon" has special meaning in the
Soviet view of military operations. Soviet doctrine
envisages large groupings of troops deployed behind
the front-line or first-echelon.units and not engaged
in combat with the enemy. This second echelon would
be committed only after the first-echelon forces have
been substantially engaged by the enemy. In some
sense the second echelon is a reserve, but it is a
maneuvering force, often with predetermined objec-
tives. The Soviet concept of echelons is applicable
at all levels, including army, Front, and even the
theater eevet.

-5 -
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Under the present plan, a Polish Front is
to make a thrust along the seaward flank, a force
composed of both Soviet (GSFG) and East German forces
in East Germany is assigned the Front role in the
central sector, and forces from Czechoslovakia would
c-on stitut_e a Front on the southern flank.

the seconaz ech-- intne
Czech sector is a Soviet ront from the Carpathian
region of the Ukraine. The Soviet forces in Belo-
russia and perhaps the 11th Guards Army in the Baltic
Military District appear to be designed to perform as
a second-echelon Front behind the GSFG or Polish Fronts.

The Front from Czechoslovakia has the mission
of advancing as far as the west bank of the Rhine
in the area roughly between Mannheim and the Swiss
border. this Front, as designed
for the mission, is composed of three combined-arms
armies, one tactical air army, and assorted Front
combat and service support units.

The Polish Front, of the same general com-
position but larger in size, probably has an offen-
sive zone of responsibility about one hundred miles
wide extending as far west as the English Channel
at Ostende.

The Soviet and East German Front--comprising
as many as four combined arms and two tank armies,
a massive air army, and other combat and service
support units--has the responsibility of destroying
the main body of NATO forces in the center.

The two Fronts from the western USSR are
apparently intended for commitment after the NATO
forces have been significantly weakened by the
attacks of the- first-echelon Fronts. Evidence,

suggests that with
these fresh torces restne responsibility for the
final offensive to the channel coast. The most
critical aspect of this plan to the Soviets is the
need to isolate the European theater in an extremely
short period of time--perhaps less than three weeks.

-6 -
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The Warsaw Pact contingency plan for the
central region of Europe clearly posits a rapid
achievement of numerical superiority in maneuver
units, tanks, and artillery. However, with the
exception of tanks, such-superiority is not main-
tained in peacetime. The success of the plan would
depend in large part on the rapid mobilization for
most of the rear services support force and even
for some of the combat force.

Highly reliable evidence
outlines the major teatures ot

the plan for mobilizing Warsaw Pact forces against
NATO in the central region. The extent of mobili-
zation of a Front apparently is related to.the ex-
pected timetable for its commitment to battle. As
much as one-third of the Czech and Polish Fronts
is to be mobilized within three days. One-half to
two-thirds of the Carpathian and Belorussian Fronts
are apparently expected to be mobilizing at about the
same time. Prior to the Czechoslovak invasion, only
the Soviet forces in Germany were near full strength.

Evidently the Warsaw Pact countries, including
the USSR, intend to begin deploying the ready portions
of their Fronts from the interiors of their countries
before the whole force is completely mobilized. The
leading elements of the two Soviet Fronts from the
western USSR, for example, are expected to arrive in
central Poland and Czechoslovakia within three to six
days. The Soviets anticipate that the main elements
of these two Fronts would participate in combat oper-
ations within two weeks after mobilization.is ordered.

B. Extension of Soviet Power

The Soviets have evidently concluded that
the achievement of many of their foreign policy ob-
jectives in the "uncommitted world" will require a
strong Soviet military presence. In the last few
years, they have begun to move away from their pre-
vious tendency of avoiding potential military con-
frontations in areas not contiguous to the USSR or
its neighboring allies. The year-round operation
of naval squadrons in areas long the domain of the

______ - US and British navies is one example of this evolution
in the Soviets' thinking on how to use their forces.

-9 -
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The commitment of Soviet naval and air forces
on a continuing basis. to the Mediterranean carea fore-
shadows further such deployment elsewhere. However,
the USSR's present:naval capabilities place constraints
on the potential number.of such ventures. Generally
speaking, the Soviets need a total of.three combatant
vessels for each one kept deployed, and therefore
another undertaking the, size of that in the Mediter-.
ranean would severely strain the Soviet Navy.

For the last 15 months the Soviets have
maintained a force of about ten surface combatants
in the Mediterranean, in addition to .the militarily
more significant submarine force (see Figure ,, below)..
Since March 1968, Soviet naval aviation has been oper-
ating a small TU-16 reconnaissance squadron based in
the United Arab Republic

It is the first Soviet naval.air
deployment abroad and further reflects the new Soviet
willingness to use military power away from the security
of the homeland.

Figure 2

USSR: Combatant Strength of Mediterranean Squadron
. June 1964 -August 1968

SURFACE SHIPS

15

10 -

1964 1965 1966 1967 1968

SUBMARINES
- All types -

10 Nuclear-powered -

1964 1965 1966 1967 1968
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In addition to the Mediterranean involvement,
the Soviets have exhibited some interest in the
Indian Ocean area. At present, without the Suez
Canal or local bases, an extended operation in this
area would probably draw too heavily on Soviet naval
resources to be attractive. Should the base and
transit problems be solved, the Soviets could deploy
another, smaller Mediterranean-type squadron.

C. The Soviet Buildup Against China

The Soviet buildup along the Chinese border
and in Mongolia has been the major development af-
fecting ground forces strength and dispositions for
the past several years. The buildup is apparently
not in response to any immediate Chinese threat but
is probably intended to meet contingencies arising
from current Chinese instability as well as the
possible future development of a Chinese military
threat. The buildup is incomplete and at least
another year of large-scale construction and a
substantial increase in personnel and equipment
strengths will be-required to complete the deploy-
ments already under way.

The increased requirements for Soviet ground
forces strength in the West, which are likely to
follow from the Czechoslovak crisis, may force the
Soviets to re-examine, and perhaps lower, the
priorities assigned to the China border buildup.

- 11 -
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III. The Buildup Against China

The Soviets have doubled the size of their forces
along the border opposite China--from Sinkiang to
Manchuria--during the past several years. The number
of line divisions has. increased from 13 to 24 and
combat and service support elements have been added.
Some small increases occurred at least as early -as
1964, but the major increases.began in 1966. (See
Figure 3, the foldout map following this page, and
Figure 4, below.)

Tactical aviation along the border has also
increased substantially, and a new tactical air
force is being established in the Transbaykal area
and in Mongolia. The.current tactical air disposi-
tions include some 130 aircraft in the Transbaykal
Military District (MD), 190 in the Far East MD, and
about 80 aircraft in Mongolia. Continuing airfield
construction in the Transbaykal indicates that from.
two to three additional regiments may be added soon
to form a tactical air army. The Turkestan MD has
about 190 aircraft, mostly located opposite Iran
and Afghanistan. However, the Soviets have recently
constructed new airfields opposite Sinkiang to which
aircraft could be deployed.

Figure 4

Ground Forces Buildup on Sino-Soviet Border
Thousands Million Sq.Ft.

80 .30
VEHICLES BARRACKS

60 __ _ _ _ _ /

/ 20

400

1963 64 55 66 67 68 69 1963 64 65 66 67 68 69
(Est.) (Est.) (Est.) (Est.)
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About six divisions on the Chinese border--all
of them in the Far East MD--have probably achieved
combat readiness so far. If the present rate of
increase in equipment and personnel continues, all
of the 24 divisions now in the border area could be
combat ready by late 1969. The Soviet plan for
forces along the border probably encompasses more
than 24 divisions. A buildup of at least four ad-
ditional new divisions appears to be taking place
in the border region.

Although part of the increase is probably aimed
at strengthening Soviet border security along the
vulnerable Trans-Siberian Railway, the Soviets are
also creating two groupings of forces with signifi-
cant offensive operational capabilities: one in the
5th Army area in the southern Maritime Territory and
the other in the region east of Lake Baikal. It was
from these areas that the Soviets made their most
successful advances against the Japanese Army in
1945 (see foldout map, Figure 3). They are the most
suitable regions for launching military operations
into northeast China.

It is unlikely that the Soviets are preparing
for any large-scale invasion of China, but the
development of these two groupings may signal an
intention to be prepared to act decisively to

influence events in Asiatic regions contiguous to
the USSR. In the event of a complete breakdown of
central control in China, for example, the Soviets
would have forces readily available which could
intervene in support of any pro-Soviet political
elements that might exist in border regions. These
forces also provide insurance against future acts
by China which the Soviets might view as threatening.

Thus far the buildup has been achieved without
any apparent reduction of the Soviet forces facing
NATO, although it has probably caused some slowdown
in the program to supply those forces with more
modern equipment. It probably has caused an increase
in the personnel strength of the general purpose
forces of the Soviet Union. By late 1969, if no
offsetting reductions are made in other areas, the
buildup will probably have increased personnel
strength along the border to a total of about 300,000.

- 15 -
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